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r. EPIGRAPH
I begin with an unavoidable and entirely uncontroversial thesis: "William Wilson" 
(1839) is a psychological drama about the harassments of conscience. The thesis is 
uncontroversial because it seems to be the accepted interpretation of the tale; for 
this reason alone, one could argue, it must inevitably be taken into account! But 
it is unavoidable for a more immediate reason as well, namely, that we cannot en­
ter the tale without first encountering the epigraph Poe places at its threshold, and 
which imprints with typographical insistence the word "coNscrnNCE" on our 
reading memory: "What say of it? what say of coNSClENCE grim, /That spectre in 
my path?,,,. Although the word "cons.cience" does not reappear in the rest of the 
tale, it will henceforth be almost impossible to understand the narrator's double as 
anything other tl,an his conscience: the double does, in fact, turn out to be rather 
humorless and "grim," and his meddlesome behavior certainly justifies his desig• 
nation as "That spectre in [the narrator's] path." Before detailing all the thematic 
eleme11ts which support such an understanding, however, we should note that our 
interpretation of "William Wilson" as a story about conscience has in an impor­
tant way been determined in advance. In thus affecting our access to the tale, the 
epigraph has, as it were, intervened from without; and in this sense the epigraph 
itself is a "spectre in [our] path," one which will be as hard to evade as Wilson's 
double. 
Poe was fond of epigraphs, and used them in almost all of his tales to delay 
the introduction of the main narrative and to indicate the key terms in which 
the story is to be understood. Poe's critical stance with regard to epigraphs, 
however, was more ambivalent than his ready use of them might seem to indi­
cate. In one of his lengthy reviews of Longfellow's poems, Poe takes up the is­
sue of "prose remarks prefacing the narrative," and concludes that the "prac­
tice of prefixing explanatory passages is utterly at variance with ... unity [of 
effect]."3 ln a typically acute analysis of the reading experience, Poe explains 
why this is so: 
By the prefix, we arc either put in possession of the subject of the poem; or some 
hint, historic fact, or suggestion, is thereby afforded, not included in the body of 
the piece, which, without the hint, is incomprchcnsibk. In the latter case, while 
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